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UNPUBLISHED LETTERS OF DOLLY MADISON 
TO ANTHONY MORRIS RELATING TO THE 
NOURSE FAMILY OF THE HIGHLANDS 


BY ay ¥ 
GRACE DUNLOP PETER* “029076 | 


Dolly Madison’s name, to this day, conjures up 
dreams of charm and loveliness beyond those of any 
other woman of her generation. 

She was fascinating in her youth and her exciting 
and delightful personality lasted down through the 
years. As the wife of the fourth president of the 
United States she was the acknowledged leader of the 
society of the new nation. 

In that period, many of the forms and observances 
which had prevailed in the days of a court circle still 
lingered, and despite the rulings of a democratic con- 
gress against titles savoring of royalty, she was often 
spoken of as “Her Majesty,” perhaps as much in 
tribute to her loveliness as a mark of respect for her 
position. 

In the first quarter of the nineteenth century, the 
head of society in America was the President’s wife. 
When the government gave the President a house to 
live in, nearly everybody called it the “Palace” or the 
“Great House” and receptions held there were called 
“levees” or “drawing rooms”. 

The White House had not been entirely furnished 
until Mrs. Madison equipped it with the help of Benja- 
min H. Latrobe, the well-known architect. All re- 
member the despair of Mrs. John Adams when she 
arrived to be its first mistress and wrote home about . 
hanging the washing in the East Room to dry. 


* Mrs. Peter’s book, A Portrait of Old George Town, was published 
when she was Grace Dunlop Ecker. 
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But when the executive mansion was lighted up for 
Mrs. Madison’s first reception in May 1809, one thou- 
sand wax candles glittered from the chandeliers and 
the scene was really beautiful. The White House be- 
came the gathering place for society in Washington. 

Dolly Madison followed the customs of her time. 
She loved beautiful clothes and could wear them irre- 
sistibly. She played “loo” and other games of cards. 
She painted her cheeks, which was not considered to 
be in any way shameful as it came to be regarded in 
later eras. At that time, society was still swayed by 
the influence of the French Court. She even took 
snuff, which was a common practice among women 
as well as men. 


In 1811, a visitor to the White House said, “Her 
Majesty’s appearance was truly regal, dressed in a 
robe of plain satin, trimmed elaborately with ermine, 
a white velvet and satin turban, with nodding ostrich 
plumes and a crescent in front, gold chains and clasps 
around the waist and wrists.” 


As she grew older, she retained her standing and 
influence as an arbiter of fashion and social grace and 
seemed to remain the same age for years at a time. 


During the winters, she held court in Washington 
in her home on the corner of H Street and Madison 
Place, now the Cosmos Club. Her summer months 
were spent at Montpelier, situated a few miles from 
Orange, Virginia. Nowadays, only a glimpse of the 
imposing yellow mansion with its big pillars can be 
seen from the highroad, but it is a lovely vista through 
woodland. 

The house was built by Madison’s father and his 
mother was still living there when the ex-president 
and his wife retired to Montpelier in 1817 after eight 
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years in the White House. Here, in these beautiful 
and beloved surroundings, Mrs. Madison spent most 
of her time after the death of her husband in 1836. 


Her companion was her niece, Anna Cutts, the 
daughter of a very dear sister. Anna naturally ap- 
proached her new duties with some trepidation. For- 
tunately, good friends hastened to reassure and advise 
her, and chief among these was Anthony Morris of 
Philadelphia, one of the oldest friends of Mrs. Madison 
and like herself, a Quaker. Mr. Morris, after a useful 
and distinguished career in Philadelphia, had been 
U.S. Minister to Spain. At the time of writing to Miss 
Cutts, he held a post in the Treasury Department in 
Washington and was residing with his daughter Re 
becca and her husband, Major Nourse, at the High- 
lands, their home on the outskirts of Georgetown, now 
part of Washington City. 


This letter of friendly advice was written almost 
one year to the day after the death of James Madison. 
In addition to the encouraging admonitions to Anna, 
it sparkles with appreciation for her aunt’s virtues and 
provides us, in the graceful and flowing sentences of a 
courtier, with a brilliant picture of the regard, amount- 
ing almost to worship, that Dolly Madison inspired. 


Highland, Geotown, D. C. June 26, 1837. 
My dear Anna, 


Yr afft and acceptable letter of the 13th Jun did 
not travel sufficiently fast for my wishes, some of 
its contents however valuable are not so much 
objects for written replies, as of feelings which 
your dear aunt will know how to estimate. 

But I truly tell you that I value your acknowl- 
edgement of my title assumed at Montpelier and 
which I do not mean to forfeit by not using its 
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privileges or by not endeavoring to perform at 
least some of its duties. And first I will apprize 
you of the high destiny you will be called to fill at 
Washington as the adopted daughter of Mrs. Mad- 
ison for as such you will be considered and treated 
by all who will visit your aunt and who know how 
much you deserve her confience and affection. 

All this numerous class will expect from you, 
not only all her courtesy of character, all her 
kindness, her mildness, and her engaging man- 
ners, but also in miniature, all her virtues and 
attainments. 

Of these I will only now allude to one, for your 
imitation and that is the peculiar power she always 
possessed of making and preserving friends and 
of disarming enemies, for even ladies, and young 
ladies, too, my dear Anna, will have enemies when 
they come into conspicuous stations in Society, 
and I wish you to possess the magic power of your 
aunt of converting them into friends. This indeed 
is the moral of her life which I wish you to study, 
and much of it may be reduced to the short Chris- 
tian lesson of never speaking of the character or 
conduct of others when you cannot with truth 
speak favorably, unless on those occasions when 
Right or Wrong are so obvious that Silence would 
be more criminal than censure. 

I should perhaps best prepare you for your 
debut in life was I qualified for such a task, by 
delineating to you the character and deportment 
of Mrs. Madison as it was at your happy age, and I 
might certainly please you, (had I a Poet’s pen) 
with a description of her personal appearance at 
that dawn of her splendid day, for I well remem- 
ber it in all its freshness and beauty, just as we do 
the delightful dreams which sometimes visit our 
slumber, as if to remind us that there is something 
in some other region better and brighter than any 
of the scenes in this world of mixed pleasure and 
pain. 
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She came upon our comparatively cold hearts 
in Philadelphia, suddenly and unexpectedly with 
all the delightful influences of a summer sun, 
from the Sweet South, in the season of May and 
at the age of sixteen, bringing with her all the 
warm feelings and glowing fancies of her Native 
_ State. 


She was the first and fairest representative of 
Virginia in the female Society of Philadelphia, 
and she soon raised the mercury there in the 
thermometers of the Heart to fever heat. But she 
was not altogether in appearance a Virginian, her 
complexion seemed from Scotland and her soft 
blue eyes from Saxony. 


But I began my letter intending to describe not 
her early bloom and beauty but her virtues for 
your imitation, without reflecting that you have 
them all before you as well as the yet mild maj- 
esty of her manner, the stately step, and the 
sweetly engaging smile. 

I will therefore comclude by telling you in my 
new character, what is in my opinion the best 
foundation for all female excellence; it is Chris- 
tianity in its simplicity and purity, divested of all 
that is selfish and sectarian, that Christianity 
which has for its Sphere the whole extent of 
human nature and for its objects the greatest as 
well as the most minute of human actions. 


I will endeavor to find some small book, not of 
controversial but of simple unadulterated Chris- 
tianity and will send it for your serious reading, 
always supposing for it the sanction of Mrs. Madi- 
son. 


You must not be displeased nor even surprised, 
my dear Anna, at my recommending so grave a 
subject to a gay young lady, when you remember 
that I do this in my truly paternal character, and, 
however I may prefer the most cheering topics 
for the everyday incidents of life, it is always on 
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the presumption that there is no natural alliance 
between Christianity and depression or despond- 
ency. | 

I await, not very patiently, the promise of Mrs. 
Madison suggested in your letter, to give me “a 
cheerful account of everything and of everybody 
about her,” and now let me add to this (you will 
I fear think) tiresome letter, one appeal to her- 
self: 


Dear Mrs. Madison, 


Pardon my solicitude if it assumes the form of 
a prayer to you that nothing may prevent your 
visit to the White Sulphur! My faith is that it 
will restore to your eyes their original strength 
and lustre; if you shall be in any degree indebted 
to my recommendation for the latter effect I shall 
ask no reward but the pleasure of seeing them 
often. Seriously, my dear friend, the springs will 
certainly besides this great and salutary influence, 
improve your general health, restore your some- 
time drooping spirits, and renew your youth. 
How can you expect to regain these invaluable 
blessings surrounded by the very scenes and sub- 
jected to the very solicitudes, business and cares 
which were the origin of your great affliction? 


It is only change of scene and an entire adieu 
for a season to unavailing cares that will restore 
your health and strength and light and make your 
valued life as it would again be renewed, one 
serene summer evening, sustained by the cheer- 
ing remembrance of duties performed faithfully, - 
and first to those most dear to you; lastly, and let 
me add, dear Madam, when not too late, to your- 
self. 


With every sentiment of duty and respect, your 
devoted friend 


A. Morris 
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My dear Mrs. Madison, 


As I have in the easy familiarity of a permitted 
correspondence with my favorite Anna spoken 
of her dear aunt as she was at her age, I am in 
duty bound to submit my first letter to your criti- 
cism, well knowing that this will not be exercised 
with severity on a slight and hasty review for her 
amusement, of my earliest and happiest recollec- 
tions nor to a prohibition of any of the purest 
pleasures of memory as the most despotic and 
sovereign sway even of your privileged sex ex- 
tends but to the extinction of Hope. 

I flatter myself with the pleasure of soon hear- 
ing of your departure for the Springs and remain, 
with sincere prayers that they may confer on you 
all their benefit and blessings. 


Dear Madam, with every respectful considera- 
tion, 
truly yours, 


A. Morris 


What a delightful portrait this first letter gives of 
the youthful Dolly Payne, physically and morally. It 
is fortunate that Mr. Morris made a copy of his poetic 
epistle and kept it. He was evidently proud of it and 
well he might be. It can readily be seen from the 
tone of these letters how long and intimate was the 
friendship existing between Anthony Morris and 
Dolly Madison. 

There follow seven letters from her to him, only one 
of which has ever before been quoted. They have been 
tucked away in an old, old trunk, and were recently 
brought to light when the great-great-granddaughter 
of Morris moved into a new home. These letters paint 
a real picture of those old-time days and ways, and of 
her who penned them, mostly in her own lovely script, 
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but sometimes on account of trouble with her eyes, 
using Anna as her amanuensis. Yellow and stained 
with age they are, the paper on which the letter is 
written folded and sealed with wax, for there were no 
envelopes in those days, and in the upper right-hand 
corner inscribed, “Free D. P. Madison,” this by way 
of showing the frank always given to the widow of a 
president. . 

This first letter is in Anna’s writing, but the excuse 
Mrs. Madison added in her own. 


Montpelier, March 18th, 1837 


The last proof of your generous and valued 
friendship is safe in my hands, received this day, 
I preserve it only for a reperusal. I would follow 
your advice instantly if I could, but I am very 
feeble. and sick, my eyes are still inflamed. I hope, 
however, to do all that is right by correspondence. 
No power over my duties or independence is given 
away, and though tardy in execution, from the 
contrivance of others, I hope to finish as becomes 
your friend and one whose great object in life is 
to act as was expected of her by the best and most 
dear of Husbands. 

Excuse this short note and accept with it my 
grateful affection for you and yours. 


D. P. Mapison 


Again, three months later, through Anna, she writes 
to Mr. Morris and here again appears her confidence 
in him, for she is referring to monetary help he has 
offered her. Often, it is said, she was hard put to it by 
_ the extravagance of her son, Payne Todd. 


Montpelier, June 7, 1837 


Dear friend, I hope you will excuse my omission 
to answer your valued letter by the return mail, 
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when I tell you that it was owing to my having 
gone five miles from home on a visit to my sister 
Macon. The trial of my eyes on this journey was 
complete, it being a warm and bright day, they 
appeared nearly well when we set out but were 
too much inflamed on my return to allow me to 
look on paper. 

I had the pleasure to find by a letter from our 
Virginia cashier that my son had executed my 
commission properly. The transfer being made I 
immediately forwarded to my niece of Petersburg 
the sum due to her, thus relieving my impatience. 

I received Mr. C’s letter and was astonished 
at the wildness of his imagination, it nearly 
equaled the conduct of men and things described 
by him. 

I must now thank you sincerely for your kind 
offer of assistance which be assured if necessary 
I would frankly accept, at present however, we 
are progressing very well in things. 

Present me affectionately to Mrs. Nourse. Anna 
unites with me in particular love to our precious 
Mary. 

Yours truly, 


D. P. Mapison 


At the bottom of each letter, Mr. Morris has noted 
when it was received and when answered. During 
the summer Mrs. Madison at last took Mr. Morris’ 
advice as we see in the next letter. 


Sept. 2nd, 1837 


Accept a thousand thanks, dear friend, for your 
two unanswered letters containing the best advice 
in the world and which I have followed, as far as 
I could, on my visit to the Warm and White 
Suphur Springs, a new world to me, both sublime 
and terrific in its character. I passed three or 
four days at the Warm and two weeks at the 
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White Suphur, drinking moderately of the waters 
and bathing my eyes a dozen times a day, the 
effect was excellent. My health was strengthened 
to its former standing and my eyes were white, 
but on my ride home of six days in the dust, they 
had the fancy to relapse a little, still I cannot re- 
frain from expressing with my own pen (by you 
interdicted) my grateful sense of your kind 
friendships every occasion. I met with relations 
and friends throughout my “grand tour” and had 
reason to be gratified, but my own impatient spirit 
which continually dwelt on my duties at home, 
yet unfinished. In truth I felt in five weeks ab- 
sence from Montpelier as if I had deserted my 
staff and therefore was not entitled to the happi- 
ness everywhere offered for my participation, 
and so I hurried home to work again. Tell my 
dear Mrs. Nourse that she and Mary ought to 
have been at the White Suphur, she to gain health, 
and Mary to make conquests, as I can assure you 
that there was not among fifty belles one more 
lovely than our precious Mary. 


I must say adieu for the present. Anna will soon 
come to confession as your correspondent. 


D. P. Mapison 


Evidently she was impressed by the scenery in the 
neighborhood of the Warm Springs, now so fashion- 
able and that more serene but quite as lovely land- 
scape of the “Old White,” as it was affectionately 
known far and wide in those days. Its patrons jour- 
neyed even from far off Louisiana to spend charmed 
weeks or months in the old hotel or to occupy the 
quaint little cottages which still remain in their white 
frame simplicity. At that time, the “White” was in 
the State of Virginia. It was not until the break at 
the time of the War Between the States that that part 
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of the Old Dominion took unto itself the name of West 
Virginia. 

To us who whizz over perfectly smooth and dustless 
roads, this same distance in a few hours, it seems 
strange to think of taking six days to go about one 
hundred and fifty miles, with the dust being so terrific 
as to almost undo all the good to Mrs. Madison’s eyes 
that the waters had accomplished. And what a picture 
is given us of the stops at nightfall along the way with 
“relations and friends”. How I wish she had named 
these hosts and hostesses so we could trace that jour- 
ney from one old mansion to another. In the summer 
evening the family waiting for supper are seated on 
the front porch when the sound of hoofs and wheels is 
heard and as the black coachman pulls up his steeds 
there is great delight when through the window of the 
coach is seen the beloved Dolly Madison, esteemed 
and courted by everyone. There is a great to-do while 
greetings are exchanged and all the boxes are taken 
out, Mrs. Madison and Anna are escorted to their 
rooms, those big old chambers furnished with the huge 
four-post bedsteads and the tiny corner washstands. 
Soon, freshened up, they come downstairs to the old- 
fashioned supper awaiting them; waffles, hot rolls, 
beaten biscuit, broiled chicken, cold ham, fried toma- 
toes, Sally Lunn, coffee, peaches and cream, cakes 
and jellies. It was not necessary nor expected in those 
days to give notice of one’s arrival at the home of a 
relative or friend, it was understood that one would 
pass the night at whatever place one happened to be 
nearest when nightfall came. We can imagine the 
pleasant evening spent in cheerful gossip of this and 
that, and news of friends who had been at the Springs 
and of those along the way. | 
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In the next letter, Mrs. Madison has fallen back into 
the speech of the Quakers, with her “thees and 
thous’, and also there seems to be a touch of her old- 
time coquetry. 


Montpelier, Sept. 3rd. 1838 


It is well, thou encourager of laziness, that my 
desperation extends to the answering of thy kind 
letter, else I should have alarmed myself with sus- 
picions that thy remembrances of me, so high 
prized, were on the wane. As it is, I will think on 
our long friendship as a fixed star, and proceed 
to follow thy good counsel to the letter if I can. 
I will read little, write less. I will cherish as I 
have done the calm which steals over me here, 
“like the sweet South”, reminding me of one who 
made every place alike happy to me. I often wish 
that there should be no winter to hurry us away, 
that this loved habitation was on the next high 
hill to your daughter where I might convince her 
that the Society of herself and darlings would be 
a treasure I should aim at deserving. 

We hear that Washington has suffered much 
from drought, I hope it is not so with you. The 
whole South has partaken deeply in this misfor- 
tune, except indeed where partial showers have 
fallen, some few of which we have welcomed. In 
the region of the White Suphur water to drink 
has been scarce though the fountain of affection 
among the politicians has been renewed to over- 
flowing, and great hope also among the moun- 
taineers that the millenium was near. It may be, 
however, for meetings elsewhere than in the 
warm tempered Baths, to decide on the life of 
this desirable amity. . 

My son is still in New York from whence he 
writes me very often. He gives a good account of 
the progress of the Volume, he says but for an 
accident lately to some of the writing apparatus 
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he should have come, with the work by this time. 
I hope the delay will be short. 

Present me affectionately to Major and Mrs. 
Nourse and our sweet girls, especially my dear 
Mary. Anna joins me heartily in every good wish 


for you and them. 
4 


Yours most truly 
D. P. MApISON 


A charming description this is of their friendship, 
“like a fixed star”. Droughts apparently are no new 
thing, then as now, they afflicted man and beast. Just 
why I wonder, did the mountaineers think the millen- 
ium was near that year? 

Nearly a year elapses before the next letter which 
seems to include Mr. Morris’ young grand-daughter 
aged twenty-one, as well as himself, This year the 
rains must have been plentiful, no drought, but a 
return of the trouble with her eyes. Again we have a 
picture of old days and ways when she speaks of giv- 
ing “a large party of two or three days continuence’’. 
And apparently, she is going on house parties herself, 
and is this time planning to try the waters of some 
springs in Fauquier County. 


Montpelier, Augt. 20th. 1839 


Mere ceremony, my dear friend, should never 
prevent me from writing to you or our sweet 
Mary, but a cause even more imperious has ex- 
isted to silence my pen, the return of inflamma- 
tion in my eye. It is, however, again passing 
away and I will not neglect your flattering invita- 
tion to speak a few words of myself. 

We are all in high health, and looking on prom- 
ising crops, Flocks and Herds, as well as on the 
world of fashion around us. My great-nephew 
and niece with a pair of neighbors being pleased 
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to get married since our return has brought about 
more than our usual gaiety. I gave them in uni- 
son with other relatives a large party of two or 
three days continuance, before and after which 
Anna and Payne went the rounds as bridesmaid 
and man, whilst I remained quietly in my shaded 
rooms. We now speak of tasting the Fauquiher 
waters if our visting engagements should permit, 
but our movements are uncertain as are “all the 
plans of mice and men”. 

I wish I could embellish this short letter with 
more interesting matter but our news is derived 
from your quarter and it would be presumption 
in me to comment on the transactions of men, and 
women too, of which you are so enlightened a 
judge. I can say with truth that the letter to “a 
friend by Joseph Gurney” which you kindly 
loaned me, is excellent and impressive, Anna will 
write to the Giels, and I offer to their Mother and 
them all good wishes and love. 


Yours most truly, 
D. P. Mapison 


It would be interesting to know just how long it 
took this next epistle written on October 12th to travel 
from Orange to Washington. One does it nowadays in 
a car in less than three hours. Mr. Morris has noted 
on the outside of the letter that it was received on the 
19th of October. 


Montpelier, October 12th 1839 


The friendship which watches over and pro- 
motes the good of its objects must be of the sort 
which is said to deserve the Divine recompense. 
It having been enjoined that “we do unto others 
as we would be done by”. I can now only offer a 
few words of thanks to the kind one of whose 
advice I took immediate advantage. The mail’s 
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arrival however was too late in the week for en- 
tire success, two or three days before I had sent a 
considerable deposit and could then have re- 
quested with confidence, as it is, all may be as 
well. For the week past, I have been ill with cold, 
sore throat and fever, caught and established by 
my habit of brushing away the morning dews, 
and disregarding wet shoes. I feel on the recovery 
now and hope to see you all of the Highlands in a 
few weeks. 


Yours affectionately ever, 


D. P. MapiIson 


Mrs. Madison did not forsake Montpelier until after 
the beautiful autumn weather was over. Evidently 
she was a lover of the out-of-doors, even to going out 
very early in the mornings, for which she was called 
upon to suffer that meanest of all ailments, a bad cold. 
And again, the next spring, the same disagreeable 
reason is her excuse for not having written. 


Montpelier, the Ist of May. 


You, dear friend, who have always been indul- 
gent in my omissions, will I hope pardon my 
neglectful look for the last few weeks. It has been 
caused by a sad cold which gave me no oppor- 
tunity to write or even dictate a letter for cough- 
ing, and therefore will you pardon it. | 

I rejoice to hear that you are all well on the 
Highlands, which I trust will continue to be the 
case. I am now looking out every day for the 
arrival of Mrs. Waddell who writes me that she 
will come with her daughter and son from Robert 
Garnett’s of Essex, who you will recollect married 
the accomplished ward of Mr. Waddell. I feel im- 
patient to see her and to find her as well as her 
letters indicate. She was always very dear to me 
and my sympathy for her has been profound. 
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Accept one thousand thanks for the interesting 
travels of the Honble. Mr. Murrey. I hope you 
will receive it after an undisturbed journey in 
these stirring times. 

I send kisses to Mrs. Nourse and her sweet 
daughters, with all good and kind wishes to you 
and Major Nourse (Anna’s included) with my 
adieus for the present. 


D. P. MapIson 


“Stirring times” these were indeed during the elec- 
tion year of 1839 when President Martin Van Buren 
was running for re-election against William Henry 
Harrison and John Tyler, the campaign song for the 
latter ticket, “Tippecanoe and Tyler too’, being then 
the rage. 

The worst panic the country had ever experienced 
had occurred in 1837, for the rapid development of 
western lands after 1820 had led to a great deal of wild 
speculation and this was made worse by our banking 
system which had never been very sound, for too 
much paper money was afloat. After 1830, the build- 
ing of railroads caused enormous speculation and 
President Jackson’s distribution of public deposits 
caused further harm in 1833. These words of John 
Fiske, the eminent historian, have for us today a 
familiar ring: ‘All over the country the banks have 
suspended specie payments, thousands of families 
were ruined, and laborers were deprived of work. 
People thought that government ought to try to cure 
these evils ... But President Van Buren believed 
that government should meddle with commercial busi- 
ness as little as possible.” 

In nearly every one of these letters, Mrs. Madison 
mentions Major and Mrs. Nourse and their daughters, 
especially, “our precious Mary”, as she twice calls her. 
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Mrs. Nourse, as Rebecca Morris, had visited Mrs. Mad- 
ison in the White House, as had also her sister Phoebe. 
The following letter from Phoebe is to announce her 
arrival there. 


Philadelphia, Dec. 19th, 1811 


Oh! my dearest Mrs. Madison, I shall certainly 
embrace you in a few days, the 3rd or 4th of Janu- 
ary, I think at the latest. 

I am full of joy though I cannot say it is wholly 
unmixed with sorrow as the separation from my 
dear little sisters will be most painful. I will en- 
deavor not to think of it until the moment ar- 
rives. 

This is the first time in my life I was ever happy 
to write you a short or hasty letter, but Iam now 
busy in making preparations for my departure. I 
shall bring you some Parisian snuff from Mmme. 
Poletica. Adieu, my dear Madam, my emotions 
are inexpressible when I reflect how soon I shall 
behold. 


P. P. Morris 
(Phoebe Pemberton Morris) 


This same Phoebe was very dear to Dolly Madison. 
It is said that she was the girl on whom Mrs. Madison 
had set her heart as a wife for her son, Payne Todd, 
that son who was the only remaining link with her 
first marriage with Dr. Todd. In a fearful epidemic of 
yellow fever in Philadelphia Dr. Todd perished and 
also her other small child. On Payne she lavished the 
affection of her unusually warm nature. Not always 
did he deserve it nor return it in attention, for we are 
told that his letters were few and far between, and his 
mother was put to many inconveniences by his idle 
ness and extravagance. 
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Phoebe Morris died soon after she was grown. In 
addition to this letter there are preserved others of 
hers from Paris, Lyons, Geneva and Spain, during the 
time she spent in Europe with her father in 1816. 
There are also in existence, several charming water- 
colors of flowers done by her hand. This talent was 
shared by her sister Rebecca, for even in her nineties, 
Mrs. Nourse was painting china with flowers and little 
scenes. 

Rebecca Morris had married a handsome young of- 
ficer of the Revolution, Major Charles Joseph Nourse. 
His miniature shows him very good to look upon, with 
dark hair and side-whiskers and an alert, direct glance 
from his hazel eyes. Rebecca’s depicts a beautiful 
young girl whose golden hair is in long ringlets on 
each side of her thoughtful, interesting face, and 
whose large, serious deep blue eyes gaze straight out 
of the painting into your own. These two had a family 
of several daughters and three sons, twelve children 
in all, 

The Highlands, their home after they came from 
Philadelphia in 1827 when Major Nourse became 
Chief Clerk of the War Department, was built of stone 
from a nearby quarry. The old house still stands as it 
was then, only a stone’s throw from what is now a 
very busy thoroughfare leading out of Washington 
City, but what was then a quiet country road. How- 
ever this was an important road, for along it in 1755 
had passed General Braddock and his British troops 
on the way to his tragic rout and death at Fort Du- 
quesne. A glimpse of this interesting old house with 
its white pillars supporting the over-hanging roof, 
can today be seen from the road, behind a stone wall 
and through the branches of the old trees. 
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Just a few years ago, the place passed out of the 
possession of the Nourse family, and was recently the 
home of the late Admiral Cary T. Grayson, one-time 
physician and intimate friend of President Woodrow 
Wilson, and in 1933-1937, Chairman of the District of 
Columbia Committee for the Inauguration of Presi- 
dent Roosevelt, and late National Chairman of the 
American Red Cross. 


Major Charles Joseph Nourse was the son of Joseph 
Nourse, a very well known man in his day, who emi- 
grated from England as a boy with his family, to Vir- 
ginia. He was on the staff of General Charles Lee 
during the Revolution. In 1789, he became the Regis- 
trar of the U. S. Treasury and in this capacity rendered 
valuable assistance to Alexander Hamilton in organ- 
izing the financial system of the new nation, and was 
in charge of bringing the records of the Treasury De- 
partment to the new Capital City when the govern- 
ment moved from Philadelphia in 1800. 


Mr. Nourse, on coming to the new city, first estab- 
lished himself in a house on Congress Street (31st) in 
Georgetown. Later in 1805, he bought the house which 
has now become Dumbarton House, the Headquarters 
of the National Society of Colonial Dames of America. 
His only daughter died the same year in which he pur- 
chased this fine mansion. Anna Maria Josepha Nourse, 
named for both father and mother, was a prominent 
and popular young lady in the society of the Capital 
at that time. She is mentioned in the diary of Sir 
Augustus Foster, the British Minister, and was a 
lovely young girl with big brown eyes and brown ring- 
lets framing a piquant face, according to a little water- 
color portrait painted by herself. She died at the age 
of twenty and was buried at Staunton, Virginia, on 
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her way home from a journey to the Sweet Springs 
undertaken for her health. 

In 1813 her father sold the fine house he had altered, 
evidently for her entertainment and pleasure, and 
moved out into the country. There he bought a modest 
frame house situated on a very beautiful and com- 
manding eminence, which he named Mount Alban. 
It is said that it reminded him of the place in England 
where Saint Alban was martyred by the ancient 
Britons. Here, Mr. Nourse frequently entertained his 
friends, among them Thomas Jefferson, James Madi- 
son, James Monroe, and John Quincy Adams. A pretty 
tradition in the family is that the big box bush still in 
the grounds near where his home stood was grown 
from a sprig of box which Mrs. Madison took from her 
bouquet at the second inaugural of her husband and 
presented to Mr. Nourse. 

Joseph Nourse was a deeply religious man and as 
he walked among the fine oak trees surrounding his 
house he prayed that some day a House of God might 
rise upon that spot. His prayer has been answered, 
for just where his home stood is rising today the great 
Washington Cathedral of St. Peter and St. Paul. 

But long, long before 1892 when the idea of a cathe- 
dral began to grow in Washington, Mr. Nourse’s 
prayer was answered. For when he died in 1841, at 
the age of 87, his estate was bought by an Episcopal 
minister and a group of men from Baltimore who used 
his home as a school house and called it “St. John’s 
Institute, Mt. Alban”. In 1847, a new management 
fitted up a chapel in the second story of the school and 


invited the church people of the neighborhood to wor- 
ship there. 
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The Nourse family from the Highlands were regular 
and devoted in attendance, and those “sweet girls” to 
whom Mrs. Madison so often referred in her letters, 
gave a great deal of their time and thought to the new 
enterprise: Miss Phoebe, the niece and namesake of 
Mrs. Madison’s beloved Phoebe Morris, was much con- 
cerned over the moral welfare of the school boys and 
thought that a church building would have a restrain- 
ing and uplifting influence upon their young spirits. 
While still a young woman, she “went into a decline’, 
as they said in those days, and was an invalid for a 
long time. During those tedious hours she busied her- 
self with intricate needlework for which she took 
orders. After her death in 1850, there was found 
among her personal belongings a little box inscribed, 
_ “To be given to the Rev. Ten Broeck, as the beginning 
of a fund for a free church at Mt. Alban.” Inside were . 
forty dollars in gold. All her talent and strength had 
been used to try to realize the hope and prayers of 
herself and her beloved grandfather. Mr. Ten Broeck 
laid her offering on the altar in the chapel, saying, 
“that God willing a church should one day stand 
where she desired it to be, forever free to all who 
wished to worship in it.” On the first anniversary of 
her death, the sod was turned for the laying of the 
foundations, the minister, his two sons, Miss Phoebe’s 
youngest brother Pemberton Nourse, and some of the 
school boys, breaking the ground. Two of these boys 
later became ministers, one, a bishop, and Pemberton 
Nourse was killed in action in the first battle of Bull 
Run. ff) IK b 

So St. Alban’s Church came into being. It was a 
- hard struggle accumulating the money for the build- 
ing. Mrs. Rebecca Morris Nourse, whose income was 
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not large after her husband’s death, used her talent 
for painting by taking orders for china, which was 
very popular at that time and even in her ninety-sec- 
ond year, she was skillfully decorating pieces with 
little scenes and birds and flowers. With what deep 
feeling she must have done this work to realize the 
vision of her daughters. 


Her son James and all her daughters were most de- 
voted in their interest and assistance. There were 
several of these daughters; Miss Mary and Miss Rosa 
who with “Mr. Jim’, as he was always called, lived 
their entire lives at the Highland, Caroline, Mrs. De- 
laney who bought back and occupied Mount Alban, 
the old frame house of her grandfather, Louise, Mrs. 
Forrest, and Elizabeth, Mrs. Charles Carroll Simms, 
who lived many years in Georgetown. Mrs. Simms 
was greatly beloved there for her good works. For 
many years, she made and kept on hand jars of “beef 
tea”, the old-fashioned nourishment for the sick. All 
the doctors in town knew where to apply when they 
had need of it. 

Especially did Miss Rosa make the church and the 
good of the community the chief interest of her life. 
In a little book called “The Story of St. Albans Par- 
ish”, an old lady who knew her says, “She used to ride 
about on her pony looking after the poor, the sick and 
the afflicted. She loved the little church and worked 
in it faithfully, dressed the altar, aired and cleaned the 
building for service and rang the bell.” 

I remember my own father describing how, when 
he was a young man, he used to see Miss Rosa, then a 
lady of “uncertain” age, very tall and very thin, at- 
tired in hoop skirts, ring the bell in the vestibule as 
the congregation was assembling. As she pulled on 
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the rope, up went the hoop on one side and with the 
next pull it went up on the other. 


Miss Rosa started a parochial school in an old car- 
penter shop near the church, but later, securing a gift 
of $1,000 from a kinswoman in Philadelphia, she built 
a small school house where for almost thirty years, 
she taught the children of the neighborhood until the 
public schools nearby made her work no longer neces- 
sary. During those years, Miss Rosa took children who 
were unable to pay tuition on exactly the same foot- 
ing as the pay-scholars. She also found other means of 
helping them, for she would bring cloth to school and 
teach the little girls to cut and sew it into dresses, 
which when finished, they could take home for their 
own. To buy this cloth, Miss Rosa was doing without 
something for herself. 


As an instance of the integrity of the Nourse family, 
members of it were several times allowed to pass 
through the lines during the War Between the States, 
going back and forth to Virginia. There is an old story 
told of how on one trip Miss Rosa was obliged to make 
a night journey in a stage-coach alone. Her fellow- 
passengers were rough soldiers who swore vocifer- 
ously every time the coach went over a bump. At last, 
Miss Rosa spoke to them and said that if they would 
not cease such irreverent language, she would get out 
and walk. Respecting her courage, the men who were 
really more thoughtless than wicked, to show their 
good will, offered to sing for her, and for hours they 
sang old cathedral chants. They were Englishmen 
who had enlisted in the Confederate Army and as chil- 
dren had been choir boys in an English cathedral. 


Mr. James Nourse was the last member of this 
family, the grand-children of Joseph Nourse and An- 
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thony Morris to survive, nearly all of them living toa 
ripe old age. To the end of his days, St. Albans was 
his chief interest and when he died in 1917, he had 
known of the granting of the Charter for the Cathe- 
dral on the Feast of the Epiphany, January 6, 1893; 
the erection of the Peace Cross with colorful parade 
and ceremony on Mt. Alban in September 1898 to com- 
memorate the end of the Spanish War; the Laying of 
the Foundation Stone of the Cathedral in 1902 by Presi- 
dent Theodore Roosevelt, and the completion of the 
Bethlehem Chapel in the crypt. 

Today a considerable portion of the great edifice 
has been finished and stands in Gothic dignity and 
beauty so high on Joseph Nourse’s Mount Alban that 
even without its towers, yet to be built, it can be seen 
distinctly from many a vantage point in both Mary- 
land and Virginia. An added satisfaction, perhaps, 
this beautiful church would be to those good friends 
of a hundred years ago, Dolly Madison, Anthony 
Morris and Joseph Nourse, who showed so plainly in 
their lives their respect and admiration for the spir- 
itual qualities of life. 

This poem, written by an unknown pen, in the florid literary 

style of the day, was evidently sent by someone who had been a 

guest at Montpelier to the host and hostess as a grateful tribute, 

probably from far off Norwich in England. It pictures some of the 
glories of the old place, which remain today, its handsome trees 
and beautiful old garden, laid out in the formal French style by 

Major L’Enfant, who planned the City of Washington. The story 


goes that its box bushes and hedges follow the plan of the original 
House of Representatives in Washington. 


MONTPELIER 


How fair beneath Virginian skies 
Montpelier strikes the traveller’s eyes, 
Emerging from its forest bower 

Like feudal Chieftain’s lonely tower, 
With parks and lawns and gardens drest 
In peaceful verdure proudly blest. 

What blinded charms arrest the sight! 
The distant mountains misty height, 
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The circling prospects cultured bound, 
The echoing temples attick round, 

The locust copse, where warblers throng 
And pour to Heaven the festive song, 
The flowers in bright profusion seen, 
The lucious figs luxuriant green, 

The clasping vines show clusters fair 
Seem as of genial France the care, 

The bright-pheasant, beauteous guest, 
The eastern bird, with gorgeous vest, 
The snowy jessamine that towers 

Soft curtain of the nightly bowers 
While China’s pride, to favoring rays 
Its purple pensile spikes displays. 

The Halls whose varied stores impart 
the elagsick pencils magick, 

The chisels life-bestowing power, 

The love that cheats the studious hour, 
and music’s strains, which vainly vie 
with the glad spirits melody. 

Ah! here that soul benignant reigns, 
Which tunes to joy these blest domains, 
Which not in splendid deeds alone 

Of hospitality is shown 

But o’er the lone domestic scene 

Still beams inspiring and serene, 

And deigns to cheer with smile of grace 
The happy menial’s ebon face. 


Here wisdom rests in sylvan shade 
Which once an empire’s counsels swayed 
And Goodness, whose persuasive art 
So justly won that empire’s heart, 

And piety, with hoary hair 

Which rising from this Eden fair 
Beholds, by mortal step untrod 

A brighter Eden with her God. 
Montpelier, those thy name have set 
A gem in Memory’s coronet, 

Their lustre ruthless time shall spare 
Till from her brow that crown he tear, 
Till from her page that trace he rend, 
Which of a stranger made a friend. 


L, H. &. 


Norwich, August 26, 1825. 


(“Copied for Mary by her much attached friend, Anna. 
May 13th, 1839.”) 
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